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Abstract: The paper analyzes the application of different and often very opposed criteria on the typology of areas and 
settlements in Bosnia and Herzegovina. Furthermore, this contributes unrealistic hypothesis on space and its potentials 
and makes it harder to differentiate the problematic areas and to improve the complex idea of development planning. The 
analyses of characteristics of territorial and administrative organization of BiH and spatial distribution and functionality 
of municipal centers help us identify the potential spatial and development consequences as the consequences of the 
settlement reality perception. 
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INTRODUCTION

What indicates the level of development, 
state organization, and local functional 
capacities are the relations between the rural 
and urban areas, territorial-administrative 
organization, and the functional structure 
of local administrative centers. These 
are all consequences of numerous factors 
such as geospatial characteristics, historic 
development and heritage, size and shape of 
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the state territory, population distribution, 
political consensus, the development concept, 
and many more. Throughout human history, 
urban settlements have been the carriers 
of political, economic, cultural, scientific, 
and technological growth, which calls for 
the necessity to nourish the planning of 
urban spatial distribution and its functional 
capacities. 

High level of rural areas is typical of 
Bosnia and Herzegovina territory. Around 
90% of the territory is rural, according 
to more than one geospatial aspects (the 
size of natural landscape, agricultural soil, 
population dispersion, features of settlement 
system and infrastructure). According to 1991 
census, more than 50% of BiH population 
lived in rural settlements. Out of 5825 total 
settlements, 105 were urban and 30 were 
demographically empty. The 1992 – 1995 civil 
war stopped the processes of industrialization 
and commercial growth. The transition of the 
social system altered the dynamics and quality 
of social-geographic processes (urbanization, 
de-agrarization and de-ruralization) all of 
which deeply affected the settlements. Within 
the terms of new territorial-administrative 
organization of BiH and lack of legal and 
institutional systems, it was much harder to 
track these processes and adequately devise 
a new development strategy. Non-critical 
acceptance of „imported“methodology and 
the inadequate approaches to development 
valorization and planning, contributed the 
confusion when it came to observation 
of geographical reality of BiH and RS in 
general. Analyses in this paper are mostly 
based on the existing statistics which is – 
due to lack of official census – supported 
by mere assumptions, which is why we 
should be careful when taking into account 
the demographic features after 1991. Due to 
lack of official cadastres, the surface data of 
each municipality are incorrect, and in 42 
municipalities the entity borders have not yet 
been agreed upon. 
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CHARACTERISTICS OF URBAN 
WITHIN THE TERMS OF TERRITORIAL-
ADMINISTRATIVE ORGANIZATION OF 

BOSNIA AND HERZEGOVINA 

The development of local communities 
is mostly based upon their own potentials 
and functional capacities of urban centers 
that carry the growth. The territorial-
administrative organization of BiH legally 
defines the municipalities as the basic 
territorial units of self-governance, and these 
are formed with a goal to meet the basic needs 
of the population. The municipal centers, 
via their functional capacities, regulate the 
commercial and demographic development. 
In former Socialist Republic of BiH, i.e. 
in second half of 20th century, the internal 
reorganization had been performed more 
than once aiming at a more efficient system 
of governance and development. The lack of 
development centers, especially in south-west 
and east Bosnia and highlands of Herzegovina, 
resulted in population migrations towards the 
regional centers of central and peri-Panonnian 
BiH.

Processes of industrialization and 
urbanization transformed the settlement 
system into urban-featured settlements. The 
spatial dispersion of urban settlements affected 
the development process. The number of 
municipalities in 1960s matched   the number 
of settlements that met the urban criteria. 

The status of urban settlements at former 
Yugoslavia level was defined by complex 
criteria of Milos Macura, which were used upon 
the processing of data of the population census 
in 1953 and 1961 (Macura, 1954). His criteria 
referred to several demographic-statistical 
and quantitative-qualitative parameters 
(2000 people minimum and the ratio of 
those employed out of the agrarian sector). 
Starting with 1971, due to the development 
processes, the criteria were updated with 
different social-economic indicators (number 
of households without cultivated soil, number 
of employees in the living location, ratio of 
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daily migrants, etc.). These criteria make 
difference between the city and country 
population and city and country settlement. 
The introduction of administrative-legal 
criterion by the Law on Spatial Planning of 
BiH in 1974 lead towards a methodology 
that lost the analytical character and each 
governance center was in practice given the 
status of an urban settlement (Official Gazette 
of SR BiH 13/74). Up until 1992, BiH had 
been divided into 109 local self-governance 
units (municipalities), five of which was on 
the Sarajevo city territory, meaning that pre-
war BiH actually had had 105 urban centers. 
To make it more clear, geographical science 
uses a complex typology to divide settlements 
into urban, rural, and mixed ones. On the other 
hand, there is an equality sign among the terms 
urban settlement, city settlement, and city. 
The legislative practice makes the following 
differentiation: city as a unit of local self-
governance and city settlement as a centre of 
a unit of local self-governance. Urbanists use 
the term urban settlement more often and they 
use it to refer to every constructed area, which 
makes it more difficult to discern rural and 
urban areas and their morpho-physionomic, 
demographic, and functional features.

The Dayton Bosnia and Herzegovina has 
a more complex territorial-administrative 
division. It combines two entities (BiH 
Federation and Republic of Srpska) and a 
Brcko District formed within the borderline 
of former municipality of Brcko. The BiH 
Federation consists of 79 units of local 
self-governance (municipalities) organized 
into 10 cantons. Republic of Srpska has 62 
municipalities. Therefore, BiH territory is 
divided into 142 units of local self-governance 
(further referred to as municipalities), which 
makes the division even more complex than 
it was before the war. The newly-formed 
municipalities were mostly formed along 
the entity borderline and whole settlements 
or some of the parts were extracted from the 
existing municipalities based on the ethnical 
principle. Poor demographic capacities, small 
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territory, commercial underdevelopment, 
lack of settlements with stronger functional 
capacity, and seclusion from former 
municipality centers are typical. 

A consistent application of the legal-
administrative criterion, due to the lack of new 
legislation, „changes“the settlement status for 
all the newly-formed municipality centers 
giving them formal city characteristics without 
meeting the basic urban features (population 
number, functional capacities, infrastructure, 
and urban constructions). On the contrary, 
meanwhile, the settlement suffered both 
demographic and functional set-back. 
Heterogeneity of geographical background 
and geographical-historical development 
determine the spatial-geographic features 
of municipalities (surface of the territory, 
number of population, settlement network, 
population density, commercial activities, and 
integration prospects). 
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Tab. 1. Differences in geo-spatial characteristics among BiH municipalities

Size Surface of the 
municipality Population Population 

density
No. of 
settlements 

No. of services 
registered 

Minimum 9,9 2 Novo 
Sarajevo

62 people 
Istocni Drvar

0,8 people/ 2  
Istocni Drvar

3 settlements in 
Istocni Drvar

4 services in 
Istocni Drvar 
and Istocni 
Mostar

Maximum 1138  2 Foca 225000  people 
Banjaluka 

520 people/ 2  
Istocna Ilidza 

168 settlements 
in Konjic 

More than 140 
services in 
Banjaluka

    
 

 

9,9 2  62 . . 0,8 / 2 . 3  . 
  . 

4   
.   . 

1138  2 225000 . 
 

520 / 2 . 168  
 

 140 . 
 

:   , 2009;   , 2011.
Source: RS Statistics Annual, 2009; BiH Federation Statistics Annual, 2011
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The territory difference between the 
largest and smallest municipality is 114 
times, the population difference is 3 630 
times, and the population density is 650 times. 
The average municipality surface in RS is 
around 400 km2 with 22 570 population, and 
in BiH Federation it is 316 km2 with 30 400 
population. Both entities are dominated by 
municipalities with 10 000 – 20 000 people. 
These indicators illustrate the complexity of 
the approach to spatial differentiation. 

Because the typology criteria are complex 
and non-uniformed, it is more difficult 
to perform a heuristic and chronological 
approach to matching level of urbanism and 
development processes dynamics. The idea 
of urban settlement as a compact central 
settlement that would meet all the needs of its 
own and the surrounding area questions the 
urbanity of the newly-formed municipalities 
in BiH. The situation with the settlements 
makes it necessary to re-question the urban 
principles of other municipal centers the 
functional capacities of which do not meet 
the living needs of the population. This all 
doubts the definition of the municipality, 
i.e. the adequacy of its formation and 
imposes the necessity to conduct the spatial-
functional reorganization. Creation of tiny 
municipalities down the entity borderline is, 
above all, politically motivated without any 
growth perspectives. With the help of more 
than one criterion, these municipalities can be 
defined as peripheral rural areas characterized 
by poverty, backwardness of progress, and 
social exclusion. In order to set a more 
rational system of governance over the local 
communities and to support the development, 
territorial cohesion, given the situation it 
would be more appropriate to have a model 
of a smaller number of municipalities with 
a highly-developed network of secondary 
centers. Territorial agenda of European Union 
in future development should pay more 
attention to helping improve the development 
of such areas through incentives for central 
settlements (Council of Rural Area, 2000, 
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Territorial agenda of EU, 2011). 
A literal application of the legal criterion, 

within the current territorial organization, 
would mean that BiH has 142 urban 
settlements, 62 of which are in Republic of 
Srpska. In Republic of Srpska, there are 9 
municipalities with less than 2000 people, 
which eliminate their centers as urban 
according to the statistical-demographic 
criterion (municipalities of Berkovici, Donji 
Zabar, Jezero, Istocni Drvar, Istocni Mostar, 
Krupa na Uni, Ostra Luka, Petrovac, and 
Ribnik). These are all functionally under-
constructed; they also lack production, i.e. 
the economic background. Lack of public 
services, expect from primary schools and 
primary health service, are typical of these 
municipalities. Potoci, the centre of the 
Drvar municipality has the population of 11 
people, and Ziemlje in Istocni Mostar has 
less than 60 (field work data). Because the 
following municipalities are not functionally 
constructed makes their centers non-efficient: 
Kalinovik, Sekovici, and Trnovo. They are 
demographically and functionally poor so here 
Macura’s criterion is not applicable (Macura, 
1954). In BiH Federation, municipalities of 
Foca, Pale (formed after the entity border-
lining in the edging parts of municipalities that 
are partially in the RS territory), Dobretici, and 
Ravno all have less than 2000 people. Former 
municipal centers of Grahovo, Glamoc, 
and Kresevo no longer meet the statistical-
demographic criterion. Only Istocno Sarajevo 
meets the urban centre criterion out of all 
newly-formed municipalities. Other centers – 
Kostajnica, Milic, Petrovo, and Vukosavlje in 
RS and Buzim, Domaljevac, Klokotnica, and 
Matuzici in BiH Federation, can be considered 
as urban settlements (Bijelic, 2012) according 
to the statistical-demographic criterion, but 
the development of their urban functions is 
relative and within doubt. 
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Functional development of smaller 
municipal centers is very important. They 
represent the development centers of 
poorly populated depopulation space, the 
demographic and commercial development of 
which still must be stimulated. Commercial 
stagnation and poor infrastructure investments 
and public services resulted in the abolition 
of certain function such as primary school 
network, ambulances, etc. This further 
weakens their identification with urban 
settlements. Inevitably, the current situation 
imposes the necessity to devise a more rational 
organization of local self-governance units in 
BiH based on a demographic and settlement 
reality. 

A selective application of the 
administrative-legal criterion can narrow 
down the number of settlements down to 114, 
following the statistical-demographic and 
social-economic criteria. Some settlements 
meet the minimum conditions and are 
more based on the number of population 
and the ratio of non-agrarian population 
rather than the functional capacities. The 
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Tab. 2. Size of BiH municipalities based on the number of population (estimations of the existing situation)

      oj  oj     
            %

No. of population in  
municipality

Number of RS 
municipalities

Number of BiH 
Federation 
municipalities

Number of BiH 
municipalities total  
%

Up to 1000 people 4 1 5                 3,5,%
1000- 5000 people 12 10 22               15,5%
5 000-10000 people 7 4 11                7.7%
10 000 – 20 000 people 16 24 40 28%
20000-50000 people 17 27 45*31,7%
50000-100000 people 4 9 13 9,1%
More than 100000 people 2 4 64 %

*       :         50 
000- 100 000 .
* the analysis included Brcko District:  by the number of population, it belongs to administrative units from 50 000 to 
100 000 population.

:   ,2009;    , 2011.
Source: RS Statistics Annual, 2009; BiH Federation Statistics Annual, 2011
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total indicators define them as „ less non-
productive agglomeration of household-
free unemployed population“. These 
settlements, regardless of the legal status and 
administrative function, are, according to a 
complex typology of settlements, regarded as 
so-called mixed settlements and are suffering 
the transformation (functional, demographic, 
and physiognomic) from villages into urban 
centers. The speed of the transformation 
is conditioned by the dynamics of the 
development processes, and its backwardness 
lead towards stagnation. It is obvious that, 
due to the civil war and social transition in 
BiH, new social-economic relations and 
social structures have been set. This all alters 
the way of life in both urban and rural areas 
and sets forth the need to introduce new 
parameters for forming criteria that would 
define the status of a settlement. 

Political (administrative-legal) decisions 
in practice redefine the idea of urban and 
urbanism into criteria for defining the status 
of a settlement aiming at achieving local 
interests. Numerous practical questions have 
been raised because of the essential differences 
when it comes to urban settlement function 
and status set by political-administrative 
decisions. Up to 1992, the legislation on local 
self-governance in BiH had said that a city 
was a unit of local self-governance and urban 
settlements were actually centers of local 
self-governance units (Official Gazette of SR 
BiH 33/75). In practice, the status of a city 
was given to the biggest urban centre in BiH – 
Sarajevo, and it was administratively divided 
into several municipalities. Other urban 
settlements had been referred to as towns 
and had been the centers of municipalities. 
Nowadays, eight settlements in BiH have the 
status of a city – Sarajevo, Istocno Sarajevo, 
Mostar, Banjaluka, Prijedor, Doboj, Bijeljina 
and Trebinje. Spatial-wise, Sarajevo is a 
unified urban settlement, and territory-
administration-wise there are two of them 
- Sarajevo and Istocno Sarajevo (a direct 
consequence of the civil war and the internal 
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BiH division). Istocno Sarajevo was formed 
out of a part of Sarajevo city and a suburban 
settlement of Lukavica, both of which are in 
RS territory. 

Except from Sarajevo that was formed as 
a unity of urban municipalities, other cities 
were formed via „a legal transformation“of 
the total territories of former municipalities 
that had had a settlement system (that was 
all based on the number of population, 
population density, and public services). 
There are large differences coming out as a 
result of a compareison of both quantitative 
and qualitative indicators of urbanism 
in these cities. Sarajevo has the largest 
population (over 400 000), and the smallest is 
in Istocno Sarajevo (around 10 000), density 
is largest in Sarajevo again (343 people per 
square kilometer) and poorest in Trebinje (36 
people/km2).

Differences between settlement systems, 
the quality of both physical and social 
infrastructure, and functional diversity all 
indicate large differences, which are even 
stronger within the administrative borders 
of the same cities. The distribution of rural 
space is not typical of the cities of Sarajevo 
and Istocno Sarajevo. The territory of the city 
of Banjaluka is 40% larger than the territory 
of Trebinje, it has 2,5 times more registered 
services, eight times larger population, and 
five times bigger density of population, but 
also three times fewer suburbs, meaning 
that the settlement network of Trebinje is 
poorer (Statistical annual of RS 2009). The 
territory of Sarajevo is 36 times larger than 
the territory of Istocno Sarajevo, and it has 40 
times bigger population. 

Making a municipality a city is an 
administrative procedure the status and 
economic effects of which are expected but 
hard to reach. The heterogeneity of a geo-
space within the borders defined by cities 
indicates that there is a need to have a 
differential approach to urban development 
planning and rural space planning along with 
the village settlement system. Hence, the 
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formal legal-status feature causes confusion 
when it comes to characteristics of a space. 

DEFINING A RURAL AREA

As there are differences when it comes 
to interpretation of urban and its modality, 
there are also various approaches and 
typologies of the notion of rural space. The 
selection of criteria for differentiation of 
rural areas and variously-based typologies 
(type of agriculture, settlement system, level 
of modernization, integration into urban 
space, etc.) differentiate the space based 
on certain characteristics. Rural areas are 
determined by nature-dominated background. 
Its characteristics are the backbone of setting 
a settlement system and commercial activities 
that both manifest through large differences 
of rural areas and call for a more complex 
approach and specific development strategies. 

Rural areas are characterized by a system 
of village settlements, whereas the following 
criteria are used: demographic, physiologic 
(population density and construction density), 
functional, legal, and combined (Simonovi , 
Ribar, 1993, p. 120). Jovan Cviji , a well-
known Serbian geographer defined a village 
as a small settlement with agriculture as a 
dominant manner of production, in which 
population is connected by both kin and 
working connections. Cviji , also said that 
village is a relative idea, depending on 
the social-economic and historic features. 
Branislav Koji  defined the village based on 
the five elements:“most population is engaged 
in agriculture, small population density- 10-
20 people/ 2, maximum 40 people/ 2

, poor 
sewage, gardens also containing functional 
facilities such as storages for machines, 
stables, etc. functions of living and labor are 
mutually connected. External functions of 
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most villages are poorly developed“ (Koji , 
1973, pp. 119-120). The rural space is more 
slowly transformed under the influence of 
modern social-geographic processes, with 
strong differences in the intensity of changes 
within the village settlement system. 

The general characteristics of rural 
space village settlements can be divided 
into three groups. Natural-geographic 
characteristics make 85- 90% territory of all 
world countries. Demographic and social-
economic characteristics are the same for 
most settlements: smaller agglomeration 
of poor population density, poor education, 
mostly elderly population, dominated by 
agriculture as the basic activity, and the family 
as a both economic and labor community. 
Infrastructural characteristics of a village are 
of a smaller capacity than those in urban areas. 

When it comes to defining rural areas, 
ever since 1994, EU countries have been 
applying OECD (Organization for Economic 
Cooperation and Development) criteria that 
are based upon the population density of 150 
people/ 2 as a limit between the rural and 
urban, with certain deviations depending on 
the geographical background, population 
density, and settlement systems of some 
countries. It is rather difficult to apply these 
criteria to Bosnia and Herzegovina due to 
its complex natural-geographical features 
and settlement system that had suffered 
the consequences of war destruction. The 
application of the aforementioned criteria in 
BiH indicates a smaller degree of urbanism 
in comparison with 2 decades ago because 
of weakening of the demographic potentials. 
According to the 1991 census, around 50% of 
BiH population lived in rural areas. According 
to estimations of OECD methodology, in early 
21st century, around 90 % of BiH population is 
living in rural areas, i.e. in settlements, which 
opposes the social-geographical processes 
(urbanization, population migrations, etc.). 
The mean population density in BiH has 
decreased from 88 people/ 2 in 1991 to 
around 60 people/ 2 in 2012. . 
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According to the current population statistics, 
BiH Federation has some 30 people/ 2 
larger density than RS (88 versus 56 people/

2). The variations in density among the 
municipalities are vast, which in accordance 
with OECD methodology, would indicate 
urban/rural features of these settlements. 
The literal application of the methodology, 
without any other criteria, would make cities 
of Mostar and Trebinje rural areas, and 
Kalesija and Cazin urban ones, with reference 
to administrative borderline. 

According to 1991 census, the smallest 
density was in municipalities of Bosanski 
Petrovac, Han Pijesak, and Bileca – around 
20  people/ 2, and it was largest in Sarajevo 
Centre -   2 265 people/ 2 (Croatian Statistics 
Institute, 1995).

We should be very careful with the existing 
demographic indicators. There is a reasonable 
doubt that the real demographic indicators are 
much lower. In case the next census shows 
them true, there will be a large number of 
problematic municipalities due to their poor 
demographic basis and lack of development 
centers. Thus, is essential to devise special 
development strategies for these areas. 

A literal application of OECD criteria in 
defining BiH rural areas would practically 
result in formal and status differences among 
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the settlement networks, with no background 
in qualitative indicators and the whole picture 
of geospatial reality would be deviant. This 
methodology was applied in the RS Strategy 
of Rural Development with defining the rural 
areas (RS Strategy of Rural Development 
2009). On one hand, the administrative-
legal criterion weakened the urbanity, which 
enabled the transformation of the urban non-
constructed settlements into urban ones. On 
the other hand, ECD methodology defined 
these as rural, mostly due to poor demographic-
settlement situation. In case of BiH Federation, 
‘only 22 municipalities out of 79 belongs to 
the urban ones, or 12, 5% of the territory’ 
(Puljic, Setka Prljic, 2009, p.131). Similar 
indicators are typical of the RS territory so 
BiH space, based on the population density, 
can be referred to predominantly rural. All 
these methodologies cause confusion when it 
comes to making typology of geo-space and 
settlements in BiH, making it hard to determine 
the real problematic areas and development 
centers. The backside of these area definitions 
is evident in different development strategies, 
local ecological action plans, and other 
planning documents. 

All the aforementioned reasons call for 
more detailed analyses of the BiH settlement 
system and its qualitative characteristics in 
order to improve the criteria. Demographic 
and social-economic indicators were last 
analyzed in 1981 census, and partially in the 
1991 census, whereas some local communities 
updated the data on their own projects 
(Gornjesanski-plivski region and Novi Grad 
in RS). The dynamic migration alterations 
and structural marks indicate the previous 
censuses as useless. Because of the following 
October 2013 census, it is necessary to point 
out the inevitable unique approach to treating 
rural and urban. Setting certain standards in 
processing the data would help comparatively 
analyze and monitor the development 
processes and form a realistic idea about the 
space. 
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CONCLUSION

The recent political, settlement, and 
economic situation imposes the necessity to 
reorganize the settlement network and territorial-
administrative division in RS and BiH. Giving 
urban and rural pre  xes to settlements is more 
and more often a result of administrative 
decision-making and not scienti  cally-based 
criteria and arguments. In practice, this leads 
towards creation of a false idea about the geo-
space and development processes. Thus, it is 
crucial to re-question the settlement status by 
de  ning relevant criteria based on spatial facts, 
which would further harmonize both science 
and practice. Taking into account the qualitative 
features of a settlement system would help a more 
objective idea of the spatial reality. This would 
also be a prerequisite for devising a development 
strategy and adopting adequate measures for the 
development of the settlement network, aiming 
at a better spatial organization and decrease of 
regional differences. 
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